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ROMANIZATION OF ARABIC

BGN/PCGN 1956 System
(Revised Presentation 2019)

This System was adopted by the BGN in 1946 and by the PCGN in 1956 and is applied by
BGN and PCGN in the systematic romanization of Arabic geographical names in Bahrain, Egypt,
Irag, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the United Arab Emirates,
Yemen, the West Bank and Gaza Strip.

Uniform results in the romanization of Arabic are difficult to obtain, since vowel points and
diacritical marks are generally omitted from both handwriting and printed script. It follows that
for correct identification of the words which appear in any particular name, knowledge of its
standard Arabic-script spelling including proper pointing, and recognition of dialectal and
idiosyncratic deviations are essential.

In order to bring about uniformity in the Roman-script spelling of geographical names in
Arabic-language areas, the system is based insofar as possible on fully pointed Modern Standard
Arabic (MSA). In the interest of clarity, vowel pointing to indicate short vowels has been applied
to the examples given below, and examples of the, more usual, unpointed script have also been
provided; it should also be noted that the dots which occur on some characters of the Arabic script
are not vowels but rather are an integral part of the base consonant.

Arabic script is written from right to left, and does not make a distinction between upper
and lower case.

Table 1 below shows the written consonant characters used in standard Arabic script; Table
2 shows vowel characters and other diacritical marks, some of which are usually not written; and
Table 3 shows the Perso-Arabic script characters which, although not part of the standard Arabic
alphabet, are sometimes used to represent sounds not present in Standard Arabic. These tables
should be used in conjunction with the Notes and Special Rules which follow. These explain
elements of Arabic grammar and orthography which affect romanization and should be treated as
an integral part of the Romanization System for Arabic.

L1t is not used to represent names in Algeria, Chad, Comoros, Djibouti, Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco,
Sudan or Tunisia, where the spellings used on official Roman-script sources are used.



Table 1: Standard Arabic Consonant Characters
Roman Example
Unicode

" value ) i Unpointed Script |
ower case

Sript I Unicode

value Romanization
(Independent)

Final Medial ' Initial ' Independent

Roman Script

"oﬁﬁﬁﬂfﬁd " - C HW( Hw Abt Zaby
1 0621 positionsee Mot
pofs)ii;?o?:!sscf?t‘eh?‘t’tez 2019 U ﬁ? Bi’r Zayt
2 0627 See Now3 & 10 - cma 3V Umm al ‘Amad
3 0628 b 0062 eT B B Al Bahrayn
4 062A t 0074 UHBHT Al Kit
5 062B th 0073+0304 | ¢ H;NJy % Ath Thulaythuwat
6 062C j 006A @Tm Al Jazirah
7 062D h 1E29 WMpHIRAT Al Mahmiidiyah
8 062E kh 006B+0068 19 1% ) Khaybar
9 062F d 0064 QHW Damanhtir
10 0630 dh 007A+0304 LA Dhahab
11 0631 r 0072 M’GF Ar Rawdah
12 0632 z 007A UpFme Zuwarah
13 0633 s 0073 | UySKp HWADIOF As Sulaymantyah
14 0634 sh 0073+0068 ar%ﬂ? Ash Sham




Unicode RETELL Example

Unicode

Medial Initial Independent (.nd‘éﬁlﬂﬁem) Romanization Unpointed Script Roman Scriot
15 0635 S Qaystimah
16 0636 d Dawr
17 0637 ¢ 0163 WA yENIHT Al Qunaytirah
18 0638 z 007A+0327 p PAK Zufar
19 0639 ‘ 2018 ST.OR HW Abii “Arish
20 063A gh 0067+0068 b F &R\ Baghdad
21 0641 f 0066 UF BV Al Furat
29 0642 q 0071 3\7% Qatar
23 06A9 k 0068 U+HBID Al Kuwayt
2 0644 | sce Notelo 006C L Halab
25 0645 m 006D g)‘lb‘k Makkah
26 0646 n 006E K Nakhl
07 ’ 0647 h 0068 LMDF K\ S Jabal Hariin
28 0648 w 0077 B phFid Wadi Ghada
29 064A y 0079 e T Al Yaman
Wpk r B Al Qahirah
0061+0068, | UEN.CHAT Al Madinah al
30 - - FE93 ahoratsee N o0 0074 WAL Munawwarah
%ﬁﬁ’ Muhafazat Dimashq




Table 2: Vowel Characters and Diacritical Marks?
Roman

Romanization Unicode value

o ., Pointed Script Unpointed Script Roman Script
1 064E a 0061 UG Al Basrah
2 ~ 0650 i3 0069 K T Ar Riyad
3 W 064F u 0075 EQUHT Al Quds
4 0627 5 seehies 3210 0101 HAAAG 1 B Bab al Mandab
5 p ~ 0649 i 012B Wy-CHAT Al Madinah
6 My 0648 i 016B PHYb Sir
7 oA 0649, 4 seeNoteS 00E1 VMO QDA Marsa Matrith
, W 0649+0670
8 HA 0652 not romanized - Indicates absence of short vowel
9 KA 064A ay gggﬁg%% F By Sayda
10| KA 0648 aw 006F-+0077 WA Ad Dawhah
11 KA 064B an See note 6
12 _ 064D i" See not®
13 S 064C ur See note 6
14 3 0651 Coggg:ggfgeeﬂzm - Ck/]ﬁip Muhammad

2 Numbers 1, 2, 3, 8, 11, 12, 13 and 14 are not usually written.

3 This vowel mark should be romardA A AO OES xEAI

consonant character.

| AAOOO A Althke shad@a(dee il 14 @rid hotel 7)OwhittEitded dcdus Aovela O A AT T x

mh
O
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Unicode
value

Romanization

Roman

Unicode value

(lower case)

Pointed Script

Example

Unpointed Script

Roman Script

U or Aw in word 016A or pl!?ﬂ\/l@lvlw Uziinlar
initial position se¢
Rowent 0041+0077 Bt Awsal
15 MF 0627 9648
aw in word medial
or final positionse¢  0101+0077 MF B Sanaw
Notell
1in word initial -
positionseeNotell 012B AF&—'-F' Iran
16 P F 0627+064A ay in word medial v
a > _
et mosition | 0101+0079 pFAVIG 3H Tall as Saray
17 ' 0671 see Not 8 2019 See note 8
A in word initial R Tl N fun €
y 6 - pOsition o9 0101 Byt HY I Alb Mu‘ayt
’a in word medhl 2019+0101 ,Cl,63l|:|, Qur’an

positionseeNotes 3&9




Table 3: Modified/Non-Standard Arabic Script Characters

Script

I Unicode

Roman

! Example
_ _ . value Romanization U\r/];fg;ie
Final Medial ' Initial ' Independent (Independent) (lower case) Roman Script
~ N—r - -
1 067E D 0070 Lf A o r 5o Salnth Pk
, o0 |¢C u | 0686 ch o063+0068 | L HD M Tall Kachik as Saghir
O Yy W@

3 e a — 06A4 v 0076 %‘? Mazzah Villat

— L Gharbiyah
4| Q9 | € a g . 06A8 g 0067 WA Gafsah (Gafsa)
5 | X s 06AF g 0067 o " Tall Gamr
6 | © S o N 06B4 g 0067 UPHY R Zagirah (Zagora)

4 Used in Tunisian Arabic Script.

® Used principally in Iraq, but also sometimes used in other Arabic speaking countries to represent the ‘g’ sound.

6 Used in Moroccan Arabic Script.




0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Although Perso-Arabic script is written from right to left, numerical expressions, e.g. —
1968, are written from left to right.

NOTES

1. The symbol A is used in this system to symbolise any Arabic consonant character. It is not
itself an Arabic letter.

2. Hamzah( ) is written in Arabic in association with most instances of initial alif, except those
which belong to the definite article al or which bear a maddah(see note 9). Hamzahis written

above the alif (F) if the accompanying short vowel isaf a t & @immahand usually below
the alif (0) if the accompanying short vowel is a kasrah When the purpose is to indicate the

presence of a glottal stop, hamzahis written over medial alif (Y), wOw(Y) andy &
typically without dots (Q) ; or following final alif (. B, these characters serving only to
“bear” the hamzah. Hamzahfollowing kasrah(~ ) is written (Q) : the y ®is usually in the
initial or medial form and the dots are omitted e.g. bi&@ ( ) . Hamzahfollowing Cammah( \IJ)

is written ( ). Hamzahfollowing a long vowel is written without a bearer and is positioned on

the line of print like a regular character, e.g. kand’d The romanization of hamzah(’ —
Unicode encoding 2019) should always be carefully distinguished from that of 6 a ¥* AUnicode
encoding 2018).

3. Alif () occurs with the following uses:
a. Initially, it indicates that the word begins with a vowel or diphthong; the alif itself is not
romanized, but rather “carries” the short vowel, which is romanized,;

e.g., — A b Tapy.

b. With maddah( — row 18 in the vowel table), it is represented U e.g., —ul bl
Mu 6SaSee also note 9.

c. Medially and finally it is represented G e.g, —BUb — kaydl

d. Medially and finally, alif may serve as the bearer of hamzahe.g. — rads. See also note 2.

4.Thet U6  machatacterg i which looks like h Bwith two dots above and occurs only at the
end of words, is romanized h, except in an iQfah’ noun phrase construction, where it is
romanized t, in accordance with pronunciation. e.g. MuUfazal (as an isolated word) but
MulUfazat, Baghdld. In exceptional cases, when it is necessary to distinguish it from the t &J
mar b Jtt@andingf at Yh B H} may be romanized a-hwhen the character h () is
pronounced as such. Example: Muntaza-h(See also special rule 13). Thet U ma rislalivagsa h
preceded by the short vowel f a t (llf'}lahd is therefore romanized as ah or at, except when it is
preceded by alif when it is romanized @h (not aah), e.g. a m(h ), and as at within an iQfah
construction.

7 The iQCfah is a grammatical construction in Arabic consisting of two or more nouns, which indicates a
relationship of possession between the words. For example, MuUfazay Baghdd, which could be translated
in English as the Governorate of Baghdad.



5. The character y (i@ final form but without dots) preceded by the vowel point f a t ig/kadwn

asal if m a This tharatér may also be pointed and should be romanized & See
character 7 in the vowel table.

6. The classical Arabic grammatical endings written with the nunation symbols (t a n)wn@yrbe
romanized, when necessary, by a", i", u". In modern spoken Arabic, these endings have become
silent and should not be romanized: e.g. classical alifu"; modern alif.

7. Doubled consonant sounds are represented in Arabic script by placing a shaddah(g) over a
consonant character, although like the short vowels the shaddahmay not always be written. In
romanization the letter should be doubled, e.g. Quwwah, AbbU sHowever, the combination of
the consonant character y Uwiith a shaddahpreceded by a kasrah( ) at the end of a word is
romanized 1, e.g. Gharby a word ending kasrah + y Uwith a shaddah+ t U6 mais

romanized ¢ y drather than iyyah), e.g. is romanized As Sulayrohgyah and not As
Sulaynthiyyah and when the kasrah+ ya’ + shaddah combination is followed by the sound
masculine plural ending ( or ) it should be romanized as —TyIn/Tyiin, e.g.

should be romanized as S Uat al A b boUysd n

8.Hamzat (a)] whieh & wtillized only in the pointing of classical Arabic, is romanized ’* as
illustrated in the classical form of itsnameh amz at uél wak| i

9. Since maddah( 6 ), which is placed over alif ( F ), often occurs in word-initial position, no
confusion results from the use of Ufor alif maddah( ® ) as well as for fatUah followed by alif (

).
10. The ligature b represents | - U-ailif, and should be romanized | .0

11. In word initial position the combination Alif +WUw ( ) is sometimes used to render an initial
long vowel sound in words of non-Arabic origin. Where this is clearly the case it should be
romanized U. In words of Arabic or uncertain origin it should be romanized Aw. In word-medial
or word-final position it should always be romanized aw. Similarly the combination Alif +YU § )
is romanized T to render an initial long vowel sound but as ay in word-medial or word-final
position.

SPECIAL RULES

1. The Arabic definite article al ( ) should be treated as follows:

a. Initial definite articles should be capitalized and hyphens should not be used to connect parts of
names, e.g. As h S h Wheh appedning medially in a name the initial ‘a’ should be lower
case, e.g. Tall al Lalm.

b. When the definite article precedes a word beginning with one of the “sun letters” t, th, d, dh, r,
z,8,sh,s,d, 1,7z |, or n—the | is assimilated in pronunciation and romanization, thus yielding, for

example, the romanization Ar Riy(Q rather than Al Riy(Ofor

c. If sources contradict over the inclusion or non-inclusion of the definite article in a name,
preference should be given to the form with the article.

2. Conjunctions and prepositions should be romanized according to their written form in Arabic
script and should be lower case. In cases where the conjunction or preposition ends in a long or
short vowel any assimilated pronunciation should not be shown in the romanized form. e.g.

Khabbwaa s h Shaodof ).

bl Sah



There are two exceptions to this rule:
a. In the case of the preposition li (), where the alif of the definite article is assimilated in the
written form as well as pronunciation, the written form should be shown in romanization as

follows: Mikr liS8ayarth ( ); Ash Sharikah afiimmah lil Maghkil (
)

b. In the case of the preposition bi ( ), the alif of the definite article is assimilated in
pronunciation and, although the alif remains in the written form the short vowel it carries changes

from ‘a’ to ‘i’. For example: Al Qaryahbid Duwayr ( ) but Ad Duwayr ( ); and
Al oarajah bil QuidJ rf ) but Al QurdJ rf ).

3. The Arabic word for God (":“j should be written A | |. Théalif kha n j a fdaggex &lij (\H

above the second b (10 min the word U, like the short vowels, is not usually written but should

be romanized U like a full-size alif. This diacritical mark appears in a few other Arabic words, for
instanceonthea | i f  mas describad @ hote 5.

4. Names which consist of noun phrases® should be written as separate words. The definite article
within such names should be romanized al, not ul, e.g., A b d  AdAHd &FfRamU,D h |
F a q, &hd as noted in special rule 1, the medial al should be lower case .

5. The Arabic word should be romanized Bin rather than Ibn whenever written without alif,

that is between two proper nouns, e.g., dJ mar Bi n . shere Kadppea® @ithkalif (), it
should be romanized lbn.

6. The Turkish word P a steuld be romanized from Arabic script as B U s. HTke Turkish word
Bey should be romanized as Bey in Egyptian names, no matter how it is written in Arabic-

language sources, but in other Arabic areas it should be romanized as Bak where written  and
as Baykwhen written

7. The modern colloquial word S @ @ @ ) should be give precedence over the classical form
S a 'y yThisidpes not preclude the spelling S a y yifithel lgtter is indicated by the Arabic script
or other evidence — for instance, if the y Ugwritten with a shaddah( ).

8. The colloquial word B Tshould not be changed to the standard form A b.1

9. The colloquial word for water, written on Arabic maps, should be romanized Mayyat

10. Place names of Aramaic origin in Syria often contain initial consonant clusters consisting of b
plus another consonant such as | or h. In romanization, the clusters bl, bh, etc., should be so
represented.

11. In names containing the Arabic word for back, ridge, or hill, appearing as either (Zahr)

or (i ahr) in Arabic sources, the word should be romanized to reflect the particular Arabic
spelling shown. Where sources differ, preference should be given to the form found on the most
authoritative source.

12. In formal Arabic, the spelling of some words ending in a long vowel character may change
according to that word’s grammatical function in a sentence. For example, the personal name Abl

Bakr ( ) would become Ab Bakr ( ) when preceded by a generic in an iQfah

8 See also note 4

al



construction® e.g. SH¥i 6 AboBakr ( — Abu Bakr Street). The spelling of such words
as found on the most authoritative source should be used in the romanized form of the name.
Other common words affected by this rule are Ban /Band(sons of...) and Dhl /Dhd(owner of...).

Examples of names in this category include J a b a | AbU (ack k ab b thd
MuW fzgt Dh@ QUr ).

13. Occasionally the character sequences ﬂ-b : , and ﬂb occur. They may be
romanized k-h, d-h, s-hand t-hin order to differentiate these romanizations from the digraphs kh,
dh, sh and th, which are used to represent the characters , , ,and  respectively. See also
note 4.

9 See footnote 6

10



